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Review: Full Issue

Hesse, Karen. Spuds. Illustrated by Wendy Watson. Scholastic, 2008. ISBN 9780439879934.
$16.99. 32 p.
Reviewer: Alison Canar;
Reading Level: Preschool, Primary, Intermediate;
Rating: Excellent;
Genre: Picture books;
Subject: Potatoes --Juvenile fiction; Country life --Juvenile fiction; Brothers and sisters -Juvenile fiction; Books--Reviews;
It all begins when Ma leaves for her night shift. Maybelle, the oldest child, comes up with
a scheme for the three children to help out their family. These days there doesn't seem to be
much left over for the family, but their neighbor, Mr. Kenney, seems to have more in his fields
than he can handle. Maybelle hauls her younger brothers to the potato field in the dark. They
work for hours filling their sacks with "taters." Only when they arrive back home to examine
their goods do they realize what they thought were taters are actually rocks! The children are
ashamed to tell Mr. Kenney what they have done, but it turns out that he is grateful for their
work. He invites them to come back next year to clear out rocks and take any leftover potatoes
they might find. Back home, Ma cooks her family the best meal she can from their few potatoes,
and the love they feel makes it all worthwhile.
Newbery Medal Winner Hesse is a master of using simple language to craft memorable
stories. In Spuds, Hesse writes in a colloquial style which infuses her tale with character and
realism. Watson's illustrations pull from a dark color palette to recreate the feeling of difficult
country life. Meanwhile, light yellows and teal bring hope back into the piece. Spuds is an
excellent way to introduce children to dialect and setting. Readers young and old will appreciate
the message of family and community pulling together to make it through hard times.
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Agee, Jon. The Retired Kid. Illustrated by Agee, Jon. Hyperion, 2008. ISBN 9781423103141.
$16.99. 32 p.
Reviewer: Gillian Streeter
Reading Level: primary
Rating: Excellent
Genre: Picture books; Humorous stories;
Subject: Retirement--Juvenile fiction; Old age--Juvenile fiction; Contentment--Juvenile fiction;
Books--Reviews;
Brian thinks being a kid is overly hard. He has to baby-sit, learn to play an instrument, go
to school, and more. So he announces his retirement and moves to a Florida retirement
community. At first, retirement is great. Brian goes fishing with his friend Harvey, an explumber. He also goes to the movies, plays card games, and learns how to play golf.
Unfortunately, retirement means having to do other things too--drinking prune juice smoothies,
listening to other retirees’ medical stories, and going swing dancing. When Harvey suggests he
remember the “good old days,” Brian decides to come out of retirement and return to being a kid.
Agee’s sketchy black pencil and bright gouache make all the illustrations look wonderfully
child-like and energetic. His sparse text conveys the frustrations of youth and old age comically,
but truthfully as well. Voted the LA Times’ Favorite Children’s Picture Book of 2008.
Volume 29, no. 3 (January/February 2009)
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Dodge, Abigail Johnson. Around the World Cookbook. DK Publishing, 2008. ISBN
9780756637446. $19.99. 128 p.
Reviewer: Gillian Streeter
Reading Level: Primary, Intermediate
Rating: Outstanding
Genre: Informational books;
Subject: Cookery, International--Juvenile literature; Books--Reviews;
Multicultural cookbooks are common in children's literature, but this is one of the few
directed at a younger audience. The most impressive part of the book is its detailed sections on
food preparation. There are the usual glossaries of terms and equipment, but there is also a
section dedicated to proper ingredient handling and basic knife skills. The standard warnings on
sharp or hot implements and adult supervision are present, but the text refreshingly assumes the
reader will be a full participant in all aspects of the cooking. The index makes finding a
particular region or type of recipe very simple to use.
The layout of the cookbook is bright and lively; almost to the point of being busy. Even
with the book’s busy feel, the author provides a guide to using the book, with a symbol legend
and an explanation of the recipes' layouts. Many photos and maps are included and the recipes
are organized by region-of-origin. While relatively short compared to other multicultural
cookbooks, this would make a wonderful addition to a home, school, or public library.
Volume 29, no.3 (January/February 2009)
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Kelley, Tim. Lucky Hudson. Contemporary Drama Service, 2003. Contact publisher regarding
price. 72 p.
Reviewer: Mark Bell
Reading Level: Primary, Intermediate, Young adult
Rating: Excellent
Genre: Adventure; Plays; Detective; Historical
Subject: Adventure; Mystery; Film Noir; Drama--Reviews;
Theme: Imagination can help a person to fuel their dreams.
Production Requirements: There is a very large cast that can be reduced. Also there are several
scene changes, but the main set is a boy’s bedroom.
Acts: 2
Run Time: 65–85 min
Characters: 33+
Cast: Twelve men and twelve women. Other actors/actresses might be needed for minor roles.
Time Period: 1920s to Modern
Steve Jenkins decides to write a detective story for a writing competition. While he is
writing, his characters come alive and bring Steve into their world. Steve becomes the
protagonist in his story to discover the underground movements of several crime families.
During his investigation Steve is arrested and imprisoned. But thanks to the character of Lucky
Hudson, Steve escapes his execution and is rescued from other dilemmas.
Kelley is successful at composing an entertaining plot, enjoyable characters, and clever
dialogue. Kelley also does a good job at mimicking the film noir style for his settings while
Steve is inside his story. In spite of their stock nature, the characters are still interesting and their
treatment is appropriate for a play that is trying for a film noir feel. The dialogue is pithy and
does not overstate things. There is humor in some word choices, but they may occur too quickly
for people who aren't paying close attention.
The cast size is large, but production notes do give examples of characters that can be cut.
Interestingly, some scene changes take place while the action is still taking place in the scene,
which helps to keep the play moving. Included with the script is a sample set design that shows
how simply the show can be performed with a limited space.
Although the play is primarily for entertainment, one problem with the show is the weak
theme. The theme only calls for people to follow their dreams and to use their imagination. This
problem might put off directors who would prefer shows with more complicated themes.
Volume 29, no. 3 (January/February 2009)
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Balliett, Blue. The Calder Game. Illustrated by Brett Helquist. Scholastic, 2008. ISBN
9780439852074. $17.99. 400 p.
Reviewer: Gillian Streeter
Reading Level: Intermediate, Young adult
Rating: Outstanding
Genre: Detective and mystery stories; Fiction;
Subject: Calder, Alexander, 1898-1976--Juvenile fiction; Sculpture --Juvenile fiction; Missing
persons --Juvenile fiction; Books--Reviews;
Calder Pillay and his father go overseas to England for a conference and are surprised to
find a Calder statue (by the artist, not the boy). In the course of exploring Blenheim Park and the
surrounding town of Woodstock, mysteries unfold, and both the statue and Calder Pillay
disappear. Now Petra and Tommy, who still do not get along, and their friend Mrs. Sharpe must
come to Woodstock to help find the boy and the statue.
The Calder Game is another surprising blend of puzzle, patterns, and art history from
Balliett and Helquist, who have teamed up again to follow the adventures of Petra, Tommy, and
Calder as they highlight yet another artist’s work. The crew focuses on Alexander Calder,
starting with an exhibit of mobiles in Chicago's Modern Art Museum. The book includes
masterful artwork by Helquist, who again works puzzles into the illustrations, and complex,
dreamlike text by Balliett that makes for an engaging read. This book moves a bit faster and is
more plot-driven than the other books in the series, but readers of Chasing Vermeer and The
Wright 3 will know the characters well by now. The ending feels a bit hurried but remains in the
artist's optimistic style. This book is a great jumping-off point for discussions and projects in
classrooms or art-centered homes.
Volume 29, no.3 (January/February 2009)
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Sorrells, Walter. Erratum. Penguin Putnam, 2008. ISBN 9780525478324. $17.99. 298 p.
Reviewer: Larysa Bordner
Reading Level: Intermediate, Young Adult
Rating: Significant shortcomings
Genre: Fantasy fiction;
Subject: Space and time--Juvenile fiction; Books--Juvenile fiction; Books--Reviews;
Biographies are books that describe what has already happened in a person's life, but
what would one call a book that told a person’s entire life, including the future? For Jessica
Sternhagen, that book is called Her Life. This book is randomly given to Jessica, and upon
reading it, she is surprised to find that it tells about her life in great detail. It even tells of her
death, which happens to be only moments away. Due to the book’s warning, Jessica is able to
avoid death. From there, the ending changes, and Jessica is confused and amazed about what this
book might hold for her. She learns that the book is supposed to be the story of how she saves
the Universe, so she must learn everything she can about her future before it changes again.
Jessica and her friend Dale learn that sometimes things are not always what they seem. Even
though neither of them feels at home in their family, they must work with what they have been
given.
Erratum is an interesting story that has great potential. Its plot is based on an original
idea; however, it fails to fill out the details which would complete the impressive story that it is
in the beginning. Things happen rapidly, and the reader is not given enough detail to understand
what is going on. The result is almost 300 hundred pages of confusion. The reader feels as if they
are looking for the plot line, just as the character Jessica is searching for her book within the
story. Even the ending of the story is explained quickly, leaving no space for understanding or
closure to be felt.
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Velde, Vivian Vande. Stolen. Marshall Cavendish, 2008. ISBN 9780761455158. $16.99. 158 p.
Reviewer: Kate Reynolds
Reading Level: Intermediate, Young adult
Rating: Excellent
Genre: Fantasy fiction;
Subject: Amnesia--Juvenile fiction; Missing children--Juvenile fiction; Witches--Juvenile
fiction; Books--Reviews;
A girl with no memory of who she is or where she is from is found wandering the woods
after the villagers torch the old witch's home. A family in the village insists that she is their long
lost daughter Isabelle, whom the witch stole years ago. Unsure of the truth, she goes along
cautiously until an encounter with Honey, the family's oldest child, brings back all her memories.
Velde's latest offering is somewhat predictable, but nevertheless entertaining. Isabelle's
confusion about her identity is well written, and the characters around her are deeper and more
realistic than would normally be expected for a book of this length. The villain of the story
pushes the envelope of believability a little bit; however, Velde handles the evil designs seriously
without letting the whole story take too dark of a tone. Overall the story is tight, but with enough
surprises and twists (the witch actually does steal children, but not for the reasons everyone
believes) to keep readers until the end. Velde's fans will appreciate this piece and it also makes a
good starting place for people unfamiliar with the author's work.
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Barry, Dave and Pearson, Ridley. Science Fair: A story of mystery, danger, international
suspense, and a very nervous frog. Disney Editions, 2008. ISBN 9781423113249.
$18.99. 394 p.
Reviewer: Donna Cardon;
Reading Level: Intermediate, Young adult;
Rating: Excellent;
Genre: Mystery; Science Fiction; Adventure; Humorous stories;
Subject: Middle schools--Juvenile fiction; Science projects--Juvenile fiction; Spies--Juvenile
fiction; Books--Reviews;
The Science Fair is always a time of fierce competition and drama, but at Toby's middle
school the competition is unbelievable. Somehow the rich kids always have incredible entries
way beyond their ability level--incorporating sophisticated, even classified, technology.
Everyone knows that the rich kids are cheating, but when Toby decides to figure out how they
are cheating, he discovers an international plot to bring down the government of the United
States. He and his two friends, Micah and Tamara, try to alert the authorities and find themselves
in deeper trouble than they could have imagined.
This amazingly funny action/sci-fi adventure has a host of memorable characters.
Readers will find themselves chuckling as they realize, "Wow! I know someone just like that at
my middle school." The principal, science teacher, janitor and Toby's parents are spot-on
realistic, while the Star Wars obsessed burglars, foreign plotters, and FBI agents are hilarious.
The characters are placed in situations that are constantly pushing the envelope of believability.
Although the technology described is totally fictional, Barry and Pearson (Peter and the
Starcatchers, Disney 2004) keep things close enough to reality to pull the reader along with the
fun. The final action sequence is an amazing 160 pages long, but it is so engaging that Mom
better not try calling a young reader to dinner 20 pages before the end. This is a great read for
bright boys or girls who are not intimidated by a 400 page novel.
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Harden, Vern. The Old Folks' Home. Meriwether Publishing Ltd., 2004. Contact Publisher regarding
price. 32 p.
Reviewer: Mark Bell
Reading Level: Intermediate, Young adult
Rating: Significant shortcomings
Genre: Contemporary; Plays; Humorous; Holiday;
Subject: Love; Senior citizens; Happiness; Drama--Reviews;
Theme: Growing old does not cause someone to lose their personality, feelings, or humor.
Production Requirements: One set is needed. Simple costumes and few props keep productions cost
low.. Acts: 1 or 2 with a possible intermission
Run Time: 20–30 min
Characters: ~21
Cast: Five males and sixteen females; some roles can be swapped.
Time Period: Contemporary

The Old Folks’ Home is a comedy about the lives of retirement home residents. There are three

main groups: the checkers players, the exercise group, and the bingo group. The main characters are
Grandma and Larry. Larry is a forgetful, crotchery old man, while Grandma is a belligerent old woman,
who uses her cane and other objects as bludgeons. In the play, these two characters leave their

respective groups and talk about how lonely they are at the home. By the end of the play, they reveal
to the audience that they both want to spend time with someone special.
The Old Folk's Home is a short parody that focuses on the stereotypes and emotions of senior
citizens. Harden makes his characters a bit ridiculous to help create such solid stereotypes as a
“grouchy old man.” Even though the characters are senior citizens, Harden wrote the play for
children to be cast in all the roles. With some of the dialogue and acting, senior citizens could be
offended if the stage director and actors are not careful in portraying the characters. Because the
play is so short, many characters are flat stereotypes. Even thought the play is focused on the
exaggerated and silly characters of the retirement home, there are some tender moments that can be
appreciated. The theme of continuing to have fun throughout life is evident throughout the piece,
with people giggling about crushes or holding hands. The final moments of the piece are somewhat
didactic.
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Werlin, Nancy. Impossible. Dial, 2008. ISBN 9780803730021. $17.99. 376 p.
Reviewer: Larysa Bordner
Reading Level: Young Adult
Rating: Outstanding
Genre: Fantasy fiction;
Subject: Magic--Juvenile fiction; Elves--Juvenile fiction; Pregnancy--Juvenile fiction; Books-Reviews;
Lucy seems to have a fairly normal life--minus the fact that she lives with foster parents,
Soledad and Leo, and her birth mother Miranda went crazy at Lucy's birth and has rarely been
involved in her life since that time. When Lucy turns seventeen years old, it becomes clear that
there is a family history that she knows very little about--all of the women have had baby girls at
eighteen and then have gone crazy shortly after the babies’ births. Lucy has to solve the puzzle of
her past, and her only sources of information are her mother's diary and the song, "Scarborough
Fair." Using these, Lucy must complete three impossible tasks to earn the right to keep her mind
or go crazy trying. Thankfully, she has Soledad, Leo, and her best friend Zach to help her.
Together this family learns that love, imagination, and hard work can overcome their greatest
challenges.
Werlin creates a world of mystery and magic in Impossible that is so realistic, it gives the
impression that it could all, in fact, happen. There is also a beautiful love story included within
the overall plot of the impossible tasks. Werlin constructs a classic example of good verses evil.
The "good" characters are perfect and realistic representations of what good should look and act
like. Readers should be aware that sexual situations are included in this story, and although these
situations come to have a pertinent part in the plot, they may be uncomfortable and inappropriate
for younger audiences. Overall, this uplifting story shows how to gracefully face and overcome
challenges--real or mystical.
Volume 29, no. 3 (January/February 2009)
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Foon, Dennis. See-Saw. Blizzard Publishing Inc., 1993. ISBN 0921368356. Contact Publisher
regarding price. 57 p.
Reviewer: Mark Bell
Reading Level: Young adult
Rating: Excellent
Genre: Plays; Childhood Drama; Surrealism
Subject: Divorce; Peer Pressure; Bullying; Drama--Reviews;
Theme: Young people can overcome peer pressures and stereotypes if they work together.
Production Requirements: A smaller cast and a simple black box set are sufficient for this
production. Puppets can be used for the other roles, but regular actors can be used as well.
Acts: 2
Run Time: 50–65 min
Characters: ~15
Cast: Two boys and two girls are the main cast. Puppets perform the minor roles in the play.
Time Period: Contemporary
See-Saw showcases four 7th graders who are dealing with the pressures of popularity,
bullying, and stereotyping. It is only when the students come together in helping one another that
these peer pressures dwindle. The characters facing these issues are Charla, Josh, Adam, and
Paige. Charla is the new girl who comes to school hoping to be accepted by her classmates. Josh
is an introverted boy who studies magic to escape reality. Paige is the pretty, popular girl who
hides the fact that she is from a broken home. Adam is a bully, but he wants to be an artist. Each
of these students gives into the peer pressures at school until they meet at a wall Adam is
drawing on. At the wall, an event occurs that brings them together as friends and causes them to
look past their stereotypes.
Playwright Foon succeeds at creating believable characters and realistic dialogue. To
make his play more realistic, Foon addresses social issues that children would be facing in
similar circumstances. Yet, Foon adds an interesting dimension to his realistic play by adding
puppets to his production. The playwright effectively mixes several character archetypes. For
example, Adam uses bullying as a front to cover up the fact that he is a tortured artist. Even
though the play is relatively short, Foon completely develops his characters. One drawback to the
play might be the cost in creating the puppets and costumes. But the play seems flexible enough
to give a director room to substitute human characters for the puppets if needed.
Volume 29, no. 3 (January/February 2009)
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Venkatraman, Padma. Climbing the Stairs. G. P. Putnam's Sons, 2008. ISBN 9780399247460.
$16.99. 247 p.
Reviewer: Pat Frade
Reading Level: Young adult
Rating: Outstanding
Genre: Historical fiction;
Subject: Family life--India--Juvenile fiction; India--History--British occupation, 1790-1947-Juvenile fiction; Brain damage--Juvenile fiction; Books--Review;
This book is set during 1941 in India. While the Indians are struggling with their
independence, fifteen-year old Vidya is struggling to find her own independence. She wants to
go to college, and she has no desire to be married off. When her father is seriously injured during
a nonviolent protest, the family is forced to move in with their grandfather and extended family.
In this very traditional household, Vidya is treated like a slave. For example, in her grandfather's
house the women are not allowed upstairs. But one day Vidya goes searching for her brother and
discovers the library. Vidya asks her grandfather for permission to visit the library in the
afternoons, and permission is surprisingly granted. When she meets Raman, a young man living
in the house, they begin a friendship. Raman also has a desire to attend college, but he also
would like Vidya's hand in marriage. When Vidya's brother makes a decision to join the war,
Vidya’s life becomes even more complicated as she tries to decide what she really wants in life.
This book is a wonderful, fictional account of a young India girl who wants an untraditional
lifestyle, including an education, amidst personal and political drama.
Volume 29, no.3 (January/February 2009)
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Walsh, Melanie. Ten things I can do to help my world: fun and easy eco-tips. Illustrated by
Melanie Walsh. Candlewick Press, 2008. ISBN 9780763641443. $15.99. 40 p.
Reviewer: Tessa McMillan;
Reading Level: All;
Rating: Excellent;
Genre: Informational books;
Subject: Waste minimization--Juvenile literature; Books--Reviews;
Walsh exhibits ten activities in which children can participate to help conserve energy in
their environment. These ten items include turning off lights, turning off running water while
brushing teeth, throwing away trash, feeding the birds, coloring on both sides of a piece of paper,
unplugging unused appliances, creating toys from used items, walking to school, planting seeds,
and sorting recycled materials. From these examples, children see how easy it is to help the
world around them.
Walsh presents her story through creatively cut and colorful pages. Her illustrations are
created with paints and photographic images. Each page flows easily to the next idea by cutting
the side of an image on a recto page. The book further supports her stand on helping the
environment by being made from 100 percent recycled materials.
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